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Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson’ Letters from John Chinaman (1901) and 
Its Appropriation in Asia
Yorimitsu Hashimoto
At the outbreak of the ‘Boxer Rebellion’ in 1900, Goldsworthy Lowes Dick-
inson (1862-1932), fellow of King’s College, Cambridge, criticised the barbarism 
in the name of the Western civilization and presented the idealistic view of 
China, culturally and economically self-sufficient pastoral utopia in Letters from 
John Chinaman (1901). The book was published anonymously but unpredictably 
it was considered as the real letters written by a Chinese official, especially in 
America. Actually an eloquent Chinese minister Wu Tingfang had contributed 
similar polemic articles to the magazines and Democratic Party presidential 
candidate William Jennings Bryan, possibly misunderstood that they were Wu’s 
propaganda, published Letters to a Chinese Ocial (1906). Civilised or enlight-
ened intellectuals from the East, due to their outspoken activities, had already 
gone beyond the idealised ‘Bon sauvage’ in the 18th century philosopher’s works. 
In British context, Wen Chin, pseudonym of Lim Boon Ken, published the Chi-
nese Crisis from Within (1901) and criticised the double standard of the civiliz-
ing mission in China from the standpoint of a British subject in Singapore. The 
irony is that Dickinson’s letters were the most radical, influential and universal, 
because his thought was rooted in the tradition of opposition from within. In 
Indian context, Tagore and Gandhi had felt deep sympathy for what anonymous 
Chinese mandarin condemned the Western civilization for hiding imperialism. 
Interestingly Rabindranath Tagore and Kakuzo Okakura, Japanese art historian 
and philosopher, also believed that Dickinson’s Letters was genuinely written 
by a Chinese intellectual. Possibly inspired by the Letters, Tagore and Okakura 
exchanged and developed the idea of Asian unity against Western civilization. 
Dickinson’s criticism of the barbarism of Western civilisation seems to be a typ-
ical instance of Orientalism, but its self-criticism and the path to an alternative 
civilisation it offers could work even now when civilisation has swept away or 
blurred the boundary between the East and the West.
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